Don’t stay silent  

Cathy Buckmaster talks to psychologist Leslie Shoemaker about her experiences with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, an increasingly common disorder that can make life miserable for sufferers 

When Mark wakes up, he opens the curtains. He feels a burst of anxiety so he closes them and opens them four more times until he has completed this action ‘just right’ as otherwise he might crash his car today. He checks to make sure that his toiletries in the bathroom are still lined up perfectly in a symmetrical order, because if they weren‘t, there’d be a chance that his wife would die. 

He checks them two more times just to be sure and taps the wall six times to get rid of this thought. When his son comes home from school, Mark is sure that the six year old has been contaminated. He sends him upstairs to wash and change into the clean clothes left out for him. 

But Mark has touched his son’s shoulder, so he goes to the bathroom to wash his hands, left to right, left to right, left to right. He is extremely nervous, because if he doesn’t wash them properly, he will contaminate the food he is about to prepare and make his children very sick. When his son comes down an hour later, Mark is still washing his hands. 

This is a fictional scenario about a man with very pronounced Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD). His intrusive thoughts and worries can only be neutralized he thinks,  by completing very specific actions. It is a composite of a number of different people suffering from the various obsessions and compulsions caused by OCD in its more severe form. Research implies that one in every 33 to 50 people have OCD, which works out as two to three percent of the population. 

Counselling psychologist Leslie Shoemaker is a member of the steering committee for OCD Ireland and through lecturing  and counselling has had many experiences with Irish people living with OCD. 

Shoemaker explains “People with OCD often recognise that their thoughts are unusual and that their behaviours are not typical. Also repetitive activities, such as washing hands or perhaps checking locks on windows or doors, which become repetitive and it takes up an awful lot of time. I’ve encountered people who will wash their hands for up to three or four hours a day.”

OCD is listed in the World Health Organization’s top ten most debilitating illnesses. Shoemaker describes how incapacitating it can become at its most severe. ““I’ve encountered people who are not able to hold down a full time job. 

“American aviator Howard Hughes lived in a room for a year or so in which he would urinate into milk bottles and sit there naked, watching movies all day. It can be very extreme. So, it was very debilitating for him. It made him very isolated because in a sense he came to fear the world because he viewed everything as being contaminated.”

OCD can occur in early childhood and left untreated can impact hugely in later life. “Children may have it, but may not recognise it. As they start to grow older, typically kids may become more self-conscious. Kids with OCD start to become more secretive about their behaviour. They may be carrying for example antibacterial lotion that they use all the time or they may have to go back and check things constantly.

“Unfortunately, some research in America done about two years ago suggests that children with OCD have an increased incidence of being bullied, because they are a little more quiet as they don’t want to call attention to themselves. They realise they are a little bit different from everybody.”

Life can be made just as complicated when an adult has OCD, especially for their family and friends. “The whole family will often become involved in the rituals. I’ve read case studies where the kids come home from school and there’’s a set ritual. When they arrive, they have to take all their clothes off, they have to go up and bathe immediately and they have to wear the clothes that have been left out by the mother because they’re not contaminated.” 

“There may also be really elaborate rituals around food preparation and cleaning of the plates afterwards, so the whole family, in a sense, almost has OCD because they have to engage in the rituals to pacify the parent. When the parent has OCD, they can get very irritable and possibly even quite angry when people do not comply with their unreasonable requests.”

Although there is a stigma associated with OCD, more people are starting to come out and talk about it such as David Beckham, making it more socially acceptable. “On one hand, it’s fantastic that David Beckham has come out and talked about his OCD which focuses around symmetry and order.” 

“In a documentary about him a couple of years ago, I remember him opening up the fridge, before he went public with OCD, and every Pepsi can was lined up perfectly and his wife said, if there was an extra one which didn’t fit in he would just throw it away. However people who are more severely affected may find it very frustrating because family members may say ‘look at David Beckham, how come you can’t be like him?’” 

However, because OCD causes obsessions and compulsions which cause the sufferer to fixate and complete actions repeatedly, it can also be associated with high achieving. “Howard Hughes was very much a high-achiever. It’s funny, but his OCD really did benefit his career.”

“He had such high standards for example when he was designing planes, that he would accept nothing less than perfection and part of that was his genius, but another part was his OCD. It did benefit him even though it did create great distress for him and for the people around him.”

Although there is no definite cure, OCD is very manageable and many people with OCD lead active and fulfilling lives with families, hobbies, and careers. Treatment has come along way for people with the disorder, and therapy and medication have both proved to be very successful. 

‘What the medication does is manage obsessions. However, a lot of people choose to combine it with therapy. Exposure Response Prevention (ERP) is very successful in management therapy. The tough part of it, is that we’re exposing people with OCD to the situations which they fear and preventing them from completing any rituals, which can be quite stressful for them.”

People with OCD tend to experience feelings of shame in regard to their OCD. In America, research has shown that people with OCD commonly see three to four doctors and spend nine years seeking treatment before they receive the correct diagnosis. 

Shoemaker emphasises the misconceptions surrounding OCD and the importance of a correct diagnosis. “People sometimes get falsely diagnosed with schizophrenia. Diagnosis is so important and often people get misdiagnosed with having post-traumatic stress disorder or other forms of anxiety. Often they won’t tell the doctor or therapist what thoughts are creating the anxiety because they’re embarrassed. 

‘Such compulsive thoughts might include “I’m afraid I’m going to punch people when I walk down the street or I’m afraid I’’m going to put my head through a spike on the railing over there.”  People do have these thoughts, and they don’t realise that a thought is just a thought, it’s not a fact or reality, it’s just a thought. People with OCD often times get depression, because they think that these thoughts are them.

‘There’s a tonne of shame and stigma that prevents people from telling their family and friends what’s wrong with them. So they live with this secret which keeps them in isolation and just compounds the problem.’

Shoemaker emphasizes that “If you’re not happy with your GP, shop around. If you’re not happy with your therapist, shop around. It’s really important to have someone who you feel you can work with and who will understand you and the disorder and they can help you with what’s the best way to go forward.” 

For support or more information, go to www.ocdireland.org. For those who may not be ready for counselling, Shoemaker advises these books: Overcoming Obsessive Compulsive Disorder by David Veale, and Stop Obsessing! By Edna B. Foa and Reid Wilson. Services are also available on campus through the counseling service and medical centre. 

